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FARM POPULATION ~ MIGRATION TO AND FROM FARMS, 1920-54 


Prepared in the Agricultural Marketing Service 


This report gives the latest estimates of the farm population for 
geographic divisions and regions, of migration to and from the farm popula— 
tion, and of births and deaths of persons living on farms. 3/ Certain of 
the estimates are for areas and dates for which estimates have not previ- 
ously been published; others are revisions of previously published estimates. 


New estimates presented: 
(1) Farm population for geogra hic subdivisions, 1950~5h. : 


(2) Elements of change in the farm population for geographic 
subdivisions, and the United States, 199-53. 


Revised statistics presented: 
(1) Farm population for geographic subdivisions, 1920-9. 


(2) Natural increase for geographic subdivisions and the 
United States, 190-8. 


(3) Civilian migration to and from farms for geographic 
subdivisions and the United States, 190-8. 


(4) Migration for geograohic subdivisions and the United 
States, 1929, 1930, 1939. 


Similar estimates of the farm population for geographic divisions 
and regions and of the components of the change occurring each year were 
published in earlier reports of the former Bureau of Agricultural Economics.’ 
Those estimates are superseded and should no longer be used. 


‘lyf; Farm population figures in this report include urban-farm residents 
as well as rural-farm residents. They are consistent with estimates con- 
tained in the following three revorts: 


U. Se Bureau of Agricultural Economics and U. S- Bureau of the Census. 
"Revised Estimates of the Farm Pcpulation of the United States, 1910 to 
1950." Farm Population, Series Census-BAE, No. 16, March 9, 1953.- 


Us tSe Agricult ural Marketing Service. "Farm Population, Annual Estimates 
by States, Major Geographic Divisions, and Regions, 1920-50 ...and.::.. - 
for the United States, 1910-50." November 1953. _ 


U. S. Agricultural Marketing Service and U. S. Bureau of the a 
"Estimates of the Farm Population of the United States, Avril 1950 to 

on 195." Farm Povulation, Series Census-AMS (P-27) No. 20. September 3, 
1954. 


Patterns of Change in the Farm Po opulation,--The farm population of 
the United States has been characterized by a high degree of mcbility 
vetween farm and nonfarm areas. In almost every year since 1921 more than 
2 million persons have moved to or from farms. In general, the movement 
away from farms each year has been greater than the movement te farms. The 
only exceptions since World War I were the brief periods during the 


depression end immediately following the end of World War II. 


The amount of movement to and from farms has varied during the years 
for which data are available. In the 1920-30 decade there was an average 
from-farm movement of nearly 2 million persons per year and an average 
to-farm migration of 1.3 million persons. In the next decade, the average 
migration away was considerably less -- 1.5 million persons per year left 
farms while the mevement to farms averaged about the same as in the previous 
decade-i.2 million. Between 1940 and 1950, the rate of migration away from 
farms was greatly stepped up over that of the 1930-10 decade while the rate 
of migration to farms stayed about the same --'2.1 million per year moved 
away from farms and an average of 1.2 million moved to farms. After 1950 
an average of 1.8 million persons left farms each year while over 600,000 
moved to farms each year. 


In each period the net loss through migration was offset wholly cr 
largely by the excess of births over deaths occurring during the decade. 
Between 1920 and 1930, natural increase averaged 485,000 a year. During 
the decade of the 1930's, births exceeded deaths by about 385,000 per year 
and the following decade by 400,000. Since 1950, births to farm residents 
have averaged about 590,000 and deaths about 195,000, resulting in an 
average natural increase of about 395,000. 


As a result of the migration and natural increase between 1920 and 
1930, the total farm population changed from 32.0 millicn to 30,5 million. 
In 1940, the fam population was about the same as it was in 1930, but in 
1950 it was 25.1 million, or about 5.5 million lower than the previous 
decade. In April 195, the farm population was about 21,890,000, 


Availability of economic (or other) opportunities in nonfarm areas 
and the tides of technological progress in agriculture account for the 
changing migration magnitudes. In the 1920-30 and 1940-50 decades, when 
opportunities for nonfarm employment were available, and when mechaniza- 
tion of farms was proceeding rapidiy, net migration from farms was high, 
During the 1930-0 decade, on the other hand, when nonfarm employment 
opportunities were less and when progress in mechanization was somewhat 
retarded, many potential migrants remained on farms, and many who had 
migrated returned from nonfarm areas. 


.Migration from the farm Bape since 1950 has occurred among 
all age groups of both sexes. The most striking changes have occurred 
among those groups in which large migrations from the farm Peeve a are 
usual when opportunities are available in the nonfarm economy. 2/ 


2/ FARM POPULATION. Series Census-AMS (P-27) No. 20. "Estimates of 
the Farm Population of the United States, April 1950 to April 195." 


The high rate of migration from farms. has tended to result in a scmewhat 
more favorable relationship of population to the farm resource base in some 
areas. In other areas, even though migration has been heavy, the relation-— 
ship is still not particularly favorable. Medium birth rates among farm 
people, 26 ver 1,000 in the South, and low death rates, about 7 per 1,000 
in the West, occurred in the year April 1953 to Aprii 195k. Population in 
excess of that needed on farms is continually being produced in most geo- 
graphic areas. 


Changes in Fam Popuiation, 1950-5. --Marked changes occurred in farm 


population levels in most areas of the United States between 1950 and 195. 
The population living on farms in the United States nimbered about 21,890,900 
in April 1954 (table 1) compared with 25,058,000 in 1950. This drop in farm 
population between 1950 and 195) represents a continuation of the longtime 
downward trend which has reduced the number of farm residents to 13.5 percent 
of the total population (13.8 percent of the civilian Population). 


The country as a whole experienced a decrease of 12.6 percent in the 
total number of persons living on fams between 1950 and 195. There were 
decreases in the farm population in all of the geographic divisions. 
Decreases ranged from percent in the Pacific Division to about 21 percent 
in the West South aay Division (table 3). 


Even Peace the eerie divisions exnerienced varying percentage 
losses in farm population during the h-year period, the relative distribu- 
tion of the farm population among the divisions changed only slightly during 
this period. In general, changes affecting one geographic division in 
recent years have been felt to greater.or lesser extent in all the others. 
Birth rates have risen and declined and risen again and rates of migration 
from and to farms have varied in response to varying economic and other 
conditions within the total economy. Movement of the young men from farms 
to the Armed Forces increased at the time of the Korem situation. Return 
of discharged veterans to the farm population was noted as soon as negotia- 
tions for cessation of hostilities were begun. Regionally, the South had 
just about half of the farm population in 195), the West and the Northeast 
each had about 9 percent, and the North Central Region had the Hiqnasning 
32 vercent ieee 2g ; 
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. fable 2.- Percentage distribution of the farm population, for 
"3 -> geographic divisions and regions, 1920-5h ! 


3 : : : 118 
Area 2 1920; 17.2 1930)..2/'1.19h0 ‘1/54 1950.-iui/" 2 1954 -2/ 
3 2 3 : : 
a : Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent 
: 
Unisted oblaveSiiauee eect) LOO 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Regions H ; 
Northeast ines as ae ae oak 8.0 705 709 8. 8.8 
North Central ...eecet 31.8 31.4 30.6 31.9 32.4 
SSOUWUN ne breieta’ al ollnlana a: 6 lelalels 53.3 53.6 53.7 Galaat 9.8 
WOS't iets) ciclstolithattloe.cie otal 6.9 7.5 10 8.6 9.0 
Geographic divisions 2 
New England .....+eee? 2.0 1.9 2.0 2.0 2.0 
Middle Atlantic.....e: 6,0 5.6 5.9 beh 6.8 
East North Central «3 1525 Lh.e7 15.2 16.3 17.0 
West North Central ..: 16.3 Ie 37) 15. 15.6 15.4 
South Atlantic ...++et 20.3 19.44 19.8 20.2 20.5 
East South Central...: 16,i 16a7 Lees Vise 16.9 
West South Central... 16.6 te 55) 16.6 Lait 25h 
Mountain eveccencoveens 3.7 Beak Bait 341 3,6 
Pacific eV. reacsepeaet See 5 368 hel 4.9 Soh 


1/ United States Agricultural Marketing Service, "Farm Population, Annual 
Estimates by States, Major Geographic Divisions, and Regions, 1920- Cae. and for 
the United States, 1910-50." Washington, D. C., November 1953. Table 3. 


2/ United States estimates from Farin Suan staea Series Census-AMS (P-27), 
No. 20, "Estimates of the Farm Population of the United States, April 1950 to 
April 198)" and major geographic division and region estimates from 195) Annual 
Farm Ponulation Survey of the Agricultural Marketing Service, 


= 7 - 


Table 3-4 Soontege change in the farm population, for geographic 
4 : divisions, regions, and United States, selected 
periods, 1920-5 


: 2 : 3 
Area : 1920-30 1/ 1 1930-40 1/ : 1940-50 1/: 1950-54 2/ 
: ; : : 
$ Percent Percent Percent Perceny 
: 
United States........ e<my =o5 Oel -18.0 -12.6 
$ 
Regions : 
Northeast ccscscscsece? -9.9 Sell -13.0 aie2 
North Central siatniatets aot) ~5.7 =2 bh =e ~11.5 
eT Sy eee -hel 2 -22.0 -14.8 
West Poveeeseeresesvced 3.6 h.0 -9.l4 -8.5 
: 
Geographic divisions 
New England cosssssseot -9.2 8.3 -20.7 =a 
Middle’ Atlantic ......: -10.1 Leu ~10.3 -7.0 
East North Central ...: -9.1 3.0 -11.8 ~9.0 
West North Central ...: -2.4 -7.3 -1669 - -14.1 
South Atlantic secorced -9.0 2.5 -16.6:: -l1,1 
East South Central eoes ~2.8 3.4 -18, 3 “14.4 
West South Central ...: me) -5.3 - 32,3 “~20.6 
Mountain Geosesedceneceoege$ -3.1 -2,.2 -17.1 =I), 3 
Pacifie eevee cereceseel’ $3.2 1D «2 -2.6 -h.4 


t 


1/ United States Agricultural Marketing Service, "Farm Population, Annual 
Estimates by States, Major Geographic Divisions, and Regions, 1920-5@,..and for 
the United States, 1910-50." Washington, D. C. November 1953. ‘Table l. 


2/ United States estimates from Farm Population, Series Census-AMS (P-27), 
No. 20, "Estimates of the Farm Population of the United States, April 1950 to 
April 195" and major geographic divisions and region estimates from 195 Annual 
Farm Population Survey of the Agricultural Marketing Service. 
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Table 5.--Annual estimates of the farm population, number of persons 
moving to and from fa:sms, and rate of change through 
migration, United States, 1920-5h 


ee n= 7 


: H 
- Farm : Change through migration and change in: Rate of 
Year : population, : classification of residence 1 : change 
: Aprill--: ‘ : : through 
A Net : To farms : From farms :_ migration o/s 
Thousands Thousands Thousands Thousands Percent 
195, =: 21,890 
1 22,679 a 472 675 -1, 816 542 
1952 2h, 283 -1, 996 528 ~2,52h -8.2 
1951 =:  2h,160 -271 643 ~91h -l.1 
1950 +: 25,058 1, 302 597 =1,899 502 
IE Yor 2559S =1, 314 995 ~2, 309 Sel 
POLB <) 2 25,903 -371 Ti l7s ~1, 5442 ~1.h 
197 : 27,12 -1, 686 1,016 -2,702 ~6.2 
19h6 =: 26,483 151 1,768 ale 6L7 26 
1945 : 25,295 86), 2,585 -1,721 30h 
19h) : 25,495 — 564 916 = 80) ot ~212 
19N3. 7's 36 6BO eG 863 1,095 -2,658 -5.69 
192 : 295 23h -2, 975 82h, -3; 799 -10.2 
19h1 30,273 -1, 42h 822 222 -.7 
190 30,547 ~633 696 ~1, 329 ~2e1 
1939 : 30,80 -703 819 -1, 522 -2.3 
19 36 30,980 -5h5 823 -1;, 368 -1.8 
fesya': - 31,266 ~661 872 -1,533 2.1 
1936-7 73 38 32:9 737 834 719 -1,553 -2.6 
1935 32,161 -799 825 -1,62u -2.5 
193k 32, 305 -527 783 +3320 =136 
19 32 : RL, 388 607 1,826 “1,219 1.9 
1931 : 30, 845 156 1,918 ~1, 762 5 
1930; °"'s', 4°30, 529 ~61 1,985 -2,016 -«2 
1929 30, 580 -L77 1,60h -2,081 ~1.6 
1928 30, 548 -22 1,698 =2),120 -1.4 
1927. :. 30,530 -457 1,705 -2,162 -1.5 
1926 30; 979 ~907 1, 27 -2, 334 -2 9 
1925 8 31,190 -702 153 -2,038 -253 
ian «i 31,177 -1,87 1, 581 ~2, 068 “1.6 
B52 35 <5 i x, L490 -807 15,355 -2,162 -2.6 
1922 32,109 -1,137 1,115 -2,252 -305 
1921s 32,123 -56h, 759 -1, 323 -1.8 


1/ Includes allowance for change through change in classification of 
_ residence. For 1930-1939 gstimates were made of these changes by comparison 
of farm data from the Censuses of Agriculture 1930, 1935 and 190. This 
type of change was not. estimated for other years. (See Table 6.) 


2/ Rate expressed as percentage of population at beginning of periad,, 
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Note on Method of Developing Farm Population Estimates.--The 
foregoing tables contain estimates derived from four principal sources. 


These are: (1) Current Population Surveys (interview) of the Bureau of 
the Census from which the Census-AMS estimates of the total farm population 
of the United States are derived; (2) Annual Surveys of the Farm Population 
(mailed questionnaire) of the Agricultural Marketing Service from which the 
geographic distribution and components of change in the farm population are 
derived; (3) decennial population censuses; and (l) other related data. 


A complete technical statement on the methods used in estimating 
components of change in the farm pvopulation is being prepared and will be 
available in 1955. The statement will contain recent analyses of the 
adequacy of data obtained in the Annual Farm Population Survey. 


Limitations of the Estimates.--The following statement can be made 
about the estimates in the tables:included in this report. Data for geo- 
graphic areas are based on mailed questionnaire survey data tied to bench- 
mark figures from censuses and adjusted to total estimates of farm popula- 
tion obtained from enumerative samle surveys. The reliability of any 
geographic subdivision estimate is therefore dependent upon the size of 
the sample on which it was based and the representativeness of returns 
from the mailed questionnaire survey. It is also dependent on the 
correspondence and closeness of the sample and benchmark dates. 


Estimates for the geographic divisions resulting from the mailed 
questionnaire survey data, particularly those for which the sample was 
relatively small should be used with caution. This factor is important 
in analyzing the components of change in the farm population and especially 
in appraising any changes occurring from one year to another. The relia- 
bility of year to year changes is more limited than the reliability of 
comparisons over a period of severd years. Also, figures for areas that 
contain relatively large populations with marginal farm connections may be 
subject to greater error than those for other divisions, even for bench- 
mark dates. 


Number of farms reported on in annual mailed questionnaire, 
farm population survey, 1954 


Area April 195h 
United States 91, 26) 
Geographic divisions 

New England 80 
Middle Atlantic 8,567 
East North Central 15,709 
dest North Central 25, 583 
South Atlantic 10, 022 
East South Central 10, 58 
West South Central 9, 30 
Mountain 7,385 


Pacific 3, 306 
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Related Reports 


Among the principal releases of the former Bureau of Agricultural 
Economics issued since 1939 which contain farm population estimates 
for geographic areas are: REN edd : 


Farm Population Estimates, United States, and Major Geographies 
Divisions, 1916-42, November i9l2. Eee 
ee ss seh 
Farm Population Estimates, United States, and Major Geographic 
Divisions, 1916-1946, June 1916. | 
Farm Population Estimates, United States, and Major Geogravhis 
- Divisions, 1940-19L7, States 1940+ OL, August 197. 


rey: 


5 bie Se . 
Farm Population Estimates, (specified date) containing current 
_ estimates issued from time to timés “~~ « 


y é : a: ae bs . 
Estimates in those releases are of historical interest cnly; 
they are superseded by the astimates in this report. 


Other related reports include "Farm Population, Annual Estimates 
by States, Major Geographic Divisions, and Regions, 1920-50 .... and 
for the United States, 1910-50" prepared in the Agricultural 
Marketing Service. This report contains estimates comparabie to 
estimates in this release. The cooperative releases of the former 
Bureau of Agricultural Economics and the Bureau of the Census in 
Farm Population, Series Census-BAE, now called Census-AMS (P-27), 
contain current estimates of the distribution cf the total farm 
population of the country by age, sex, labor-force status, and 
other related material, ae inl | 


Farms_and Farm People, a special cooperative report of the former 
Bureau of Agricultural Economics and the Bureau of the Census, con- 
tains data on the characteristics of the pepvlation in farm-operator 
households, by economic class of farm (based on 1950 Censuses of 
Population and Agriculture), as well as a discussion of the defini- 
tions of farm population and farm-operator household population. 

The various Census of Population publications of the Bureau of the 
Census contain detailed data on the characteristics and geographic 
distribution of the rural-farm population. In addition, certain of 
the Current Population Revorts, particularly those in Series P-20, 
P-59, and P-66, published by the Bureau of the Census, contain 
curfent estimates relative to the charaeteristics of the rural-farm 
population of the country. 


U. S. Department of Agriculture 
Washington 25, D. C. 
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